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I have written extensively elsewhere about the evolution of gaming and whist markers 

from the 18th century onwards1. The story is helped by records, the markers themselves 

and the labours of earlier enthusiasts who managed to piece together parts of the history. 

Narrating the story of bezique markers is not so easy for a number of reasons. First, no-

one to my knowledge seems to have done it before. Second, there are a plethora of 

“boxed sets” available on eBay and other auctions which frequently comprise a collection 

of items from different sources which have been randomly put together for sale. As 

always, caveat emptor.  Third, Bezique, although popular for a time, was never as popular 

as whist and whereas whist is still played, bezique players appear to be few and far 

between. However, new sets can still be bought today and I read on the net that the game 

still “has many devoted followers”. I just don’t know any of them.  

Yet, at their best, bezique markers are no less interesting than those for whist, and as 

such can be very stylish and tactile and have their own story. As the collector of (currently) 

some 200 or so such markers, 60 or so bezique boxed sets and many early books on the 

game, I have set about the task of trying to identify their evolution. Any corrections, 

endorsements or further information would be most welcome. In an echo of my much 

earlier school days, I have endeavoured to “show my working” as I have attempted to date 

items so that others may learn, make corrections, add information or offer different views. 

 Bezique, or Bésigue or Besique is a melding and trick-taking card game, initially for two 

players. It is played with two identical standard packs, each reduced to 32 cards by 

removal of all the 2s, 3s, 4s, 5s, and 6s. Suits are equal with Ace high, next the 10 (oddly) 

followed by the K, Q, J, 9, 8, 7 in normal rank order. The game is played until a previously 

agreed total is reached by one of the players, usually 1000 or multiples thereof. 

By 1926, according to “Hoyle’s Games”, revised and brought up to date by R. F. Foster – 

the great whist and card games guru of the late 19th century - Bezique had evolved into a 

variety of formats. The basic two-player game could now be played three-handed, with 

three packs, or four-handed with four packs with players playing either as individuals or in 

pairs. One version of the four-pack game but for two players, Rubicon Bezique, became 

very popular. “Chinese” or Six-pack Bezique requires, as the name implies, an even more 

substantial deck of cards. According to Wikipedia “Perhaps the most famous proponent of 

the game was Winston Churchill, an avid player and early expert on Six-Pack, or 

"Chinese" Bezique. There is some evidence that the English writers Wilkie Collins and 

Christina Rossetti were also enthusiasts.” 

According to “Professor Hoffman” (Angelo Lewis) writing his introduction to a Goodall & 

Son “mini-book” on the game in 1922, Bezique had “long been played in the South of 

France, and also, under the name of Penuchle, in Germany. It was first introduced into 

England by Dr. Pole in 1861, but did not make much headway until 1869, when it suddenly 

became extensively popular, and was taken up in the Clubs of London and Paris.” It 

appears that “the Paris players introduced so many new features as to make the game 
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practically a new one”. The new version – using a new system of scoring – was initially 

called Japanese Bezique and in 1880 the new game was codified into a system of laws 

under the name “Regle du Bezique Japonais”. However, the Portland Club – guardians of 

all things British in the field of card games - prepared a code of laws for British players in 

1887, dropping the word “Japanese” from the title and substituting the word “Rubicon”. 

The committee responsible for the Anglicized laws included the whist luminary Henry 

Jones (“Cavendish”). 

“Cavendish” in the first edition of his “Rubicon Bezique” published in 1887 reproduces the 

Portland Club Laws, and goes on to describe the detailed origins of the game, together 

with advice on methods and styles of play. (My copy pictured here is the 3rd edition, 

18952.) 

  Cavendish dedicates this slim volume to “his sincere friend”, 

William Pole “who was the first to call attention to Bezique in England in the year 1861”. 

Thus we may take the starting point of the dating process as the 1860s, with Rubicon 

Bezique and other variants becoming prominent after 1887.  

At the other end of the age range, we know – for example – that one of the “gifts” in the 

famous 1933 W.D. & H.O. Wills miniature card promotion3 was a boxed set of Bezique 

cards and markers. The game was still played therefore in the late inter-war years. (Given 

the number of Will’s Bezique sets on eBay with at least one of the packs of cards still in 

their wrappers suggests that some, at least, of the recipients were unaware that a Bezique 

pack is only 32 cards and not the standard 52 which could be used for other games.) 

There is not much evidence of enthusiasm for Bezique from the 1960s onwards, although, 

as noted above, new boxed sets can still be purchased. 

Thus we are primarily seeking to identify and date items between 1860 and 1960, with the 

heyday of the game in Britain being from the 1870s to the mid 1930s. 

All of the above helps to set parameters around the artifacts known as Bezique markers. 

And if the contemporary reference dates to William Pole are to be believed, all of the 

major playing card producing companies were very quick off the mark in marketing rule 
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books, cards, markers and boxed sets for those interested in responding to the new craze. 

Willis & Co., Joseph Reynolds, Goodall & Son and De La Rue were all marketing rules, 

boxed sets and markers (along with 32 card packs) by the late 1860s/early 1870s. 

According to the definitive article by Mike Goodall4 “the game was slow to catch on until 

1868 when, for some reason as yet undiscovered, both Charles Goodall and Joseph 

Reynolds decided to re-launch Bezique in a big way”. Both registered their version of the 

game at Stationers’ Hall with Reynolds (26th September) beating Goodall (1st October) to 

the tape by 4 days in 1968. These were closely followed by De La Rue, Willis and other 

card makers hoping to get in on the newly promoted game. 

These early productions can be illustrated. As usual, all the items pictured below are from 

my own collection. 

Josh Reynolds & Son 

First off the blocks were Josh Reynolds and Son, who, as far as I can tell, was the only 

English manufacturer using the “Pole” version of the spelling – Besique. The enclosed 

booklet boasts that the rules have been “carefully translated from ‘L’Adademie des Jeux,’ 

acknowledged the best authority, and as published in ‘The Times’ of Dec. 24th “(1868). 

   

   

 This type of marker was available in at least red, green, blue, navy and brown, comprising 

a substantial wooden base (more than ½ centimetre thick) covered in “leatherette” and 

sporting two rotating pointers, probably in ivory. Sadly, my set does not have the original 
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cards but the number of markers. as well as the enclosed instructions, indicate that the 

game can be played by two, three or four people with two, three or four bezique packs 

being used. 

This pair of card markers, judging by the spelling alone, is probably also from the Josh 

Reynolds company before they were taken over by Goodall & Son in 1886. 

 

Goodall & Son 

It is impossible to know which of the many surviving Goodall boxed sets and markers were 

the earliest ones and, as ever, a variety of box sets were produced to reflect different 

tastes and pockets. We do know that from the outset Goodalls alone were able to bask in 

the patronage of the then Duke of Edinburgh and uniquely marketed their products as 

“The Royal Game of Bezique”. Note too that all the Goodall markers use the term 

“Register” rather than marker or counter. These would be contenders for two of the 

earliest sets, presented here in their relative sizes: one for four packs, one for two. 

   

My earliest edition of the Goodall booklet (by “Camden”) is the 10th, dated 1870 – only 

eighteen months after the launch -, which gives some idea of the popularity of the game at 

this early stage.  Two earlier designs of the booklet for the first few 



editions were much plainer in design, with this design appearing from at least the 6th 

edition onwards. Mike Goodall notes that Goodall produced 50 editions of this booklet 

between 1870 and 1920.5  

Which are the earliest designs of the many different types of marker produced by Goodall 

is difficult to judge. That this design is an early one is confirmed by examination of the 

“Diamond Mark” in the middle at the bottom of each marker. 

 

At first sight this looks like a maker’s logo, but is in fact the registration mark used between 

1842 and 1883 which confirmed the origin, material and date of registered items and 

provided a limited degree of protection against unauthorised copying of the design6. Using 

the diamond mark it is possible to confirm that this particular design was registered on 15 

April 1869. It was reproduced by Goodall in many different colours. 

 

This design was also available in card. 
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The next design using a two point marker (below) was, according to the V & A museum, 

also available from Goodall & Son in 1870.  

 

This multicoloured set is helpfully marked “Entered at Stationers Hall” in common with 

those items known to have been registered by Goodall on 1st October 19687.  

This next design - on card with brass pointers – is much larger than what became the 

norm and has been impossible (so far) to date. There are none of the signs of registration 

which, despite the style of the design, suggests sometime after 1911 when the need for 

registering designs at Stationers’ Hall was abolished.  
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Markers were sold separately, or in a wide variety of boxed sets.  

De La Rue 

In 1869, De La Rue also entered the Bezique  market.  

 

This set is probably one of the first issued by De la Rue. The cards are square cut without 

corner indices, which ceased production from about 1870. (How on earth did players make 

an intelligible fan? No wonder all the early card playing rules majored on the management 

of mistakes during play!) The Pocket Guide by Cavendish is dated 1869 (second edition)8. 

The “Table of Scores” and card markers are inscribed “Entered at Stationers Hall”. My set 

contains two types of marker – two in wood with pegs and two in card. I am not certain 

that this was how it was originally sold but it seems likely. Cavendish writes: “The score 

may be kept by means of a bezique board with pegs; or by means of a numbered dial and 

                                                           
8
  The Pall Mall Gazette of 23 January 1869 states: “With a single exception, every publisher has thought proper to 

print rules which are absolutely unintelligible. Intending players should buy Bezique only when ‘Cavendish’s ‘ rules are 
sold with it.” This book was reprinted unchanged for many years. I have an identical 16

th
 edition dated 1916. 



hand; or by means of counters”. The first two of these are in this set, although, being a 

traditionalist, Cavendish himself states a preference for counters, which are not! 

I have seen this design of wooden scorers with pegs attributed to Josh Reynolds. If so, 

this may have been earlier than this particular re-launch of the game, as it appears that it 

was not the favoured design for their own re-launch in 1868 (as shown above). In any 

event, it is clear that all the box and card producers issued a variety of styles of marker to 

cater for different tastes. 

Frustratingly, after some years of looking, the only one of this design of Bezique marker 

that I have seen attributed to a specific producer was by Lund of Fleet Street which was 

not a major player in the games market.  However, whoever produced the original design 

for this type of marker, there were plenty of companies which produced variants. Here are 

just three more examples -  plain, Tunbridge ware and tartan. They were sold in pairs so 

that each player kept their own score. 

    

T  

This green De La Rue boxed set is also the first time we encounter the now familiar 

marker with two vertical circles, 0 – 90 and 0 – 900, and similar to the design used for 

whist.  

   

This particular marker is dated by checking the adverts on the reverse side promoting 

other works by “Cavendish”. The first of these is his “Laws and Principles of Whist, 9th 

edition” which was produced in 1869. This design was also produced with leather surface. 



 

Willis & Co.  

Willis & Co. also entered the fray in the 1870 with a set such as this: 

  

 It contained two pack of 32 square cut cards, their own mini-book of rules and their own 

design of “Patent Self-scoring bezique markers”. 

             

In the mini-book, their design of marker is described as “superior to all others, and, for 

durability and utility, cannot fail to secure the universal approbation and adoption of all 

Players of Bezique”.  

 



Willis also produced this same design in card which was twice as thick as the norm from 

other producers. 

 

 

Free for all 

Once the opening salvos were completed after the re-launch, card producers issued a 

wide variety of “different” albeit very similar types of marker. Goodall had registered their 

three circle marker with Stationers Hall9. Others followed replacing circles with stars..  

 

jelly moulds!,  

 

and other variants. This one is from Chapman Son & Co. which is very much like the card 

Josh Reynolds design shown above. 
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Note that all these pointer leather markers all refer to Bezique – not the later more popular 

Rubicon Bezique – placing them firmly before 1887. 

All, of course, produced their more down-market versions in cardboard 

  

    

This includes a rather tatty pair from the famous games producer, Jacques, together with 

their more up-market version. 

  

 

 

 

 



Wooden markers 

As with whist markers, markers were also produced in a variety of woods, sometimes with 

ivory as well as more costly versions in silver. The earliest wooden whist markers with the 

Goodall “pop-up” mechanism date from the 1880s and it is probable that the equivalent 

Bezique markers were produced at around the same time, and made in the same 

workshops. In my edition of “Rubicon Bezique” by Cavendish (3rd edition), 1895, the 

author asserts that “The best form of Bezique marker” is shown in the engraving (below)” 

and the engraving shown is of a wooden marker identical to this now familiar form. 

       

This mini-book, “Rubicon Bezique” by Angelo Lewis and “Bezique” by “Camden”, was 

produced by Goodall & Son in 1922. 

          

And the mini-book advertises The “Club” bezique marker by Goodalls “In Rosewood or 

Satinwood, with Satinwood or Walnut indicators. Also in Ebony and Olivewood, with ivory 

indicators” (as shown here).  (14 x 7.5 cm.) All have the Goodall’s insignia on the reverse 

side. 



    

These were advertised together with The “Camden” “A smaller marker in same Woods”. 

(9.5 x 5.75 cm.) 

    

Mudie’s of Coventry Street, London, W1, sold large numbers of Goodall markers, singly, in 

pairs and in boxed sets.  Mudie’s was retailing their own labelled version of the Goodall 

Whist marker from the late 1880s and it seems likely that they will have done the same 

with their own labelled brand of Bezique markers at around the same time. What is 

interesting here is that while the Mudie’s whist markers acknowledge Goodall’s 

involvement, these Rubicon Bezique markers do not, making no reference to Goodall 

whose Camden factory almost certainly made them. 

 

The next examples are designated Bezique, but there is no indication of date or makers. 

They may be continental, any time from the 1880s onwards.  



       

And I am particularly fond of this next set, because they are so different from the norm. 

These were retailed by W. Lockwood and Co., Bond Street, London but with no indication 

as to the maker. 

 

Some makers in later years preferred a style more familiar to those playing cribbage. The 

first is a hinged box containing cards and scoring pegs, which opens out for play by two 

people, albeit a little awkwardly.. 

 

The second example, although similar at first sight, is in the form of a box with a separate 

lid, making it easier to use by two players. 

javascript:;


 The Goodall cards this example contains may or 

may not be original to the box, although the date of the cards, 1925-1950, seems 

absolutely right for this style of box. 

And what about this magnificent but anonymous pair in the standard three pointer design, 

but in brass and mounted on ebony?  This was certainly not a cheap item and could date 

any time from the 1880 to the mid 20th century.  

 

This next variant, again with brass on an ebony base, is somewhat less impressive having 

almost certainly been made in someone’s shed! 

 

 

 



From the late 1880s Rubicon Bezique markers became the norm, which required little 

adjustment in marker design, other than, in some cases, an increase in the number of 

thousands they are able to record. 

 

Leather-covered markers were largely phased out in favour of less elegant card versions. 

  

These carry the Thomas De La Rue Logo  

 

Whereas this group have the later logo after the names Thomas was dropped from the 

company’s registered name. This may have been as late as 1958. 

 

 

 



 

The United States Playing Card Company provided a similar design. 

 

 
 

Once the interest in Rubicon and Chinese Bezique gained momentum, there was a 

renewed interest in increasingly elaborate boxed sets comprising six packs of cards and 

continuing with the late 19th century style of wooden markers. I have written about this 

elsewhere. Otherwise, the main manufacturers continued to produce cardboard boxed 

sets with disappointing and much cheaper markers. The main exception to this was the 

1933 W.D. & H.O. miniature card Wills promotion of 193310. One of the “gifts” offered in 
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this promotion was a Bezique set with a 19th-century style of leather-covered card marker, 

representing, as far as I have been able to ascertain, the last time this style was produced.  

      

   

These markers, with no maker’s name11, are unmistakably from this promotion, and the 

Wills leaflet describes them as “leather” (without parenthesis). 

By 1937, the Angelo Lewis/”Camden” mini-book was still being printed with an unchanged 

text but, as De La Rue took over Goodall & Son in 1921/2, the “new” version was 

published by Goodall & Son AND De La Rue, and in this boxed set it has acquired a silk 

cover to match the inside of the box.  
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But now, the adverts have moved on from single or pairs of markers to increasingly 

elaborate boxed sets in a wide variety of patterns and designs to cater for different 

pockets. 

   

Nice packaging but, in most cases, rather drab markers. Even the top of the range boxes 

pictured here contain card markers. And that seems to be a trend. By the 1930/40s, the 

rather tactile, crafted, wooden and leather covered markers of the earlier years seem to 

have been routinely replaced with basic card versions. Obviously this was in large part 

due to war-time austerity and limited materials, but even after these restrictions were lifted 

it appears that rather basic card markers were never really replaced except in the most 

up-market sets.  



The only change in style in later years appears to be these two designs by John 

Waddington (which had absorbed De La Rue and Goodall designs) in the 1950s and 60s: 

first, aluminium slider markers  

 

And then a return to more traditional style, but this time in plastic: 

   

 As far as I am concerned they can bring back the 1890s when the design and materials 

were really rather special, but by the 1960s enthusiasm for the game had dwindled to a 

trickle and the incentive to invest in high quality materials and design had gone with it. 

Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, card to card .... and plastic! 

 

Tony Hall 
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